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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Draft Budget 2018-19 

 Written submission from the James Hutton Institute 

Introduction 

The James Hutton Institute (www.hutton.ac.uk) is Scotland’s (and one of the UK’s) 
largest independent research organisation with a staff complement of 530 based 
predominantly in Aberdeen and Dundee. We are named after James Hutton, one of 
Scotland’s most famous scientists, who made observations in Scotland that changed 
the world through his discoveries of how our earth system works. The Institute 
conducts long term mission orientated research and has been doing so since the 
1920s in various legacy institutes. The Institute has broad scientific expertise in 
socio-economics, computational sciences, geography, chemistry, biology, ecology, 
crop science and plant and microbial molecular biology. Far more than occurs in a 
University environment, research projects involve staff drawn from across disciplines 
and is therefore frequently more multi- and inter-disciplinary.  

The Institute frames its research around the following three science challenges 
which, in turn, aim to deliver to the UN's Sustainable Development Goals:  

1. Develop new crops and production methods that help deliver food security while 
better protecting the environment. 

2. Protect and enhance the resilience of ecosystems for multiple benefits. 

3. Deliver technical and social innovations that support sustainable and resilient 
communities. 

A further distinctive feature of our research is that it delivers outcomes and impacts 
through transdisciplinary working (i.e. working with the problem owner). This covers 
a range of areas around food, energy and water security as well as tackling the 
global challenges around climate change, loss of biodiversity and natural resources 
and the need for social innovations to live more sustainably. We operate four 
research farms in Scotland. The research farms are an important component of the 
translational research we do, providing venues for knowledge exchange and the 
demonstration of new findings and approaches including results from many long-
term experiments. We have current collaborations with partners in 62 countries 
around the world and employ a diverse and international workforce. An overview of 
key statistics of the Institute is provided in Annex Figure 1. 

The James Hutton Institute is a member of SEFARI (Scottish Environment, Food and 
Agriculture Research Institutes). SEFARI has replied with an overarching response 
to the Committee – that includes more detail on the collective. This response gives 
more detail from the perspective of our Institute.  

Strategic Research Programme 

How is your organisation engaged in the development of the strategic research 
programme? 
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The Strategic Research Programme (SRP) was co-developed by the Scottish 
Government (SG) and the institutes in consultation with stakeholders (including 
SNH, SEPA, and Marine Science Scotland), designed to be demand led and meet 
policy and strategic needs. The Institute participated in workshops with stakeholders 
and discussions with Scottish Government's Rural and Environment Science and 
Analytical Services Division (RESAS) about science policy areas and identifying how 
emerging, enabling science and technologies could match opportunities to needs. 
The final scope and content of the SRP was defined by RESAS through a Tender 
process followed by peer-review of submitted research proposals.  

We are proactive in raising awareness of international trends, needs and 
opportunities that are relevant to SG, updating them through regular 
engagement and the stakeholder consultative groups operating across the 
Programme. Through the SRP Operational Group and its monitoring process, 
changes, refinements and adjustments can be made to ensure delivery of the SRP, 
and its appropriate development. In addition, the SEFARI collective maintains 
strategic oversight of the Programme through the Directors Executive Committee 
(DEC), comprising the Institute Directors/CEOs.  

The Programme is subject to ongoing review and active discussions are underway 
on its evolution, especially in light of budget reductions and to ensure its 
contemporary relevance to customer needs. Current discussions are considering the 
shape and scope of the next SRP as well as the funding model to be used (2021 
onwards). These discussions are being led by RESAS, and involve a Strategic 
Advisory Board (SAB)1 comprised of external academics, representatives of UK level 
funding agencies and key members of Scottish Government, each with an interest in 
the research agenda covered by RESAS. SEFARI are represented on the SAB by 
one of their members, the Chair of SEFARI (DEC) currently Prof. Colin Campbell (1st 
October 2017-2018), a role which transfers between Directors on an annual basis.    

Is the approach to funding effective in supporting sustained research in priority 
areas? 

The design of Scottish Government Strategic Research into programmes (2005-
2010, 2011-2016, and 2016-2021) delivered by cross-institutional delivery partners 
has provided a continuity of scientific focus on high level societal priorities. Scotland 
has been ahead of other parts of UK in this approach and only recently have others 
started to follow suit.  It is important to recognise that the SRP represents a 
unique and valuable “Scottish Model” that embodies co-development between 
scientific researchers and SG and its agencies. All parties need the time and 
resources to agree the right questions and ensure policy-science questions are 
formulated most effectively.   

However, consideration is needed of the funding required to deliver the research 
programme as well as supporting the infra-structure and long-term viability of the 
institutes. Further, the balance between the types of funding needs careful 
consideration, especially to ensure there is an enabling research environment with 

                                                           
1
 www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/future-research-

strategy/Themes/StratResearchProgBoard 

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/future-research-strategy/Themes/StratResearchProgBoard
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/future-research-strategy/Themes/StratResearchProgBoard
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/future-research-strategy/Themes/StratResearchProgBoard
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/future-research-strategy/Themes/StratResearchProgBoard
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sufficient flexibility and freedom to conduct high quality and innovative science and 
attract new talent and the types of expertise needed.   

The Scottish Model, embedded in independent research organisations, is to conduct 
long term mission orientated research that tackles complex long-term challenges. 
This means that while the societal priorities might change there has been 
consistent development of our understanding and key datasets over the three 
programmes, all to the benefit of the current research: responding to climate 
change, protecting and mainstreaming biodiversity, rural communities and 
economies, and diet and health. These reflect the commitment of Scottish 
Government throughout that period to deliver to international and European 
agreements, most recently the Paris Agreement on Climate Change and Aichi 
Biodiversity Targets, and national priorities such as land reform. A core output of 
these research programmes has been a significant body of peer-reviewed, world 
leading scientific findings that provide evidence of relevance to public priorities, such 
as the current Scottish Climate Change Bill.   

The approach of the SRP builds deep understanding of our natural and managed 
systems that equips us to answer new priorities as they become apparent. It also 
builds resilience to, and allows us to respond effectively to, emergent issues and 
extreme events (e.g. floods, plant and animal disease outbreaks).  

An example of the breadth of delivery of such scientific evidence is its use by 
the Committee on Climate Change in their report on the Scottish Climate 
Change Adaptation Plan (SCCAP). The SCCAP used evidence from across 
academic organisations, and outputs of the Centres of Expertise on Climate Change 
and Waters. Institute research was cited across much of the remit of the SCCAP, 
with more references to such evidence (directly or through a Centre of Expertise) 
than to that of any other research organisation. This includes two of the three themes 
of the SCCAP (Natural Environment, and Buildings and Infrastructure Networks, and 
5 Indicators). The evidence covered: the erosion of peatlands, peatland restoration 
(Indicator NB22), pests and disease relating to climate change, soil erosion risk, and 
land management and erosion of organic soils (NA10), potato blight outbreaks 
(NA25), changes in impermeable surfaces (BB13), natural flood management, and 
soil carbon concentrations (NA11). The availability, from one organisation, of 
evidence of relevance across the remit of such a major assessment is, in part, a 
reflection of the structure of the SRP, and its continuity and focus on key public 
priorities such as climate change. 

The research programmes make a significant impact on the Scottish economy. 
An independent review for Scottish Government by Biggar Economics (2017), 
reported that for every £100 invested in the SRP (2011 to 2016), an additional £60 
was levered in new research and industry funding. It notes that the timescale for 
impact from strategic research may not be realised for many years, and that the 
calculated economic impact “is almost certainly an underestimate.” (p3). 

The financial value of the SRP to James Hutton Institute has declined between 
2011/12 and 2016/17. This adversely impacts the extent of support that can be 
provided to the breadth of areas of public policy, translation of research into industry 
support, and benefits to communities and science education. Reductions in capital 
income from SG from £3m in 2011/12 to £0.1m in 2016/17 pose a risk to the world 
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leading status of the research which is commissioned by the Scottish Government, 
which informs the delivery of public policy, and benefits Scotland’s people.  

Added value has come from the ethos and process of the Scottish Government 
Research Programmes which have evolved a culture of transdisciplinary working 
(i.e. researchers working with users to tackle shared problems), and co-construction 
of the research questions and activities. The transdisciplinarity of the research has a 
second characteristic of the SRP which is rare in funding programmes, which is the 
integration of social and natural sciences in the research activities. These two 
elements of the SRP have made the Institute competitive against peer organisations 
in bidding for EU funding as both are requirements for success under many of the 
calls for proposals.  

The economic impact of the SRP, taken together with additional funding 
levered by the James Hutton Institute, gives a multiplier of £12.75 for every £1 
of SG investment. This multiplier is larger than many research organisations 
including universities due to, we believe, the translational nature of our research. 
This compares to a figure for UK universities of c. 2 to 7. 

How does your engagement contribute to the delivery of the National Outcomes and 
the Scottish Government’s Purpose? 

The SRP is framed within the delivery of the Scottish Government Economic 
Strategy, with direct evidence of an excellent return on investment in the Programme 
on the Scottish economy. Work at the James Hutton Institute as a whole delivers 
considerable economic impact, of which work on the development of new varieties of 
Scotland’s main crops are particularly significant, up to £21.60 per £1 invested, due 
to the high value nature of crops such as barley, potatoes and soft fruit.  

We contribute research and understanding to new concepts embedded in the 
Economic Strategy around the subject of Investment in Natural Capital, including 
developing a Natural Assets Register, and a Natural Capital Index for use in 
monitoring progress within the National Performance Framework. As custodians of 
national land and soil data, we have facilitated national planning objectives, long-
term forecasting of climate change effects and approaches to climate change 
adaptation and mitigation. In each case we work closely with partners such as SNH 
and SEPA on the concepts, and their testing and application. These examples are 
illustrative of how the SRP enables the Institute to deliver to NO3 (Research and 
Innovation). 

Institute research delivered through the SRP (2011/16 and 2016/21) directly 
addresses five of the National Outcomes, identified below: 

o NO7 (Inequalities), access to outdoor recreation for older people, providing 
evidence which identifies underlying causes of inequality and supports 
activities to address them; 

o NO7 (Inequalities), development of a novel Index of Rural Socio-economic 
Performance used by the Scottish Government in the distribution of LEADER 
funding; 
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o NO10 (Sustainable places), encouraging the development of sustainable, 
mixed communities, aiming at improving multi-functional greenspaces in 
collaboration with Cumbernauld Living Landscape; 

o NO12 (Environment), working with partners Forest Research, SNH and RSPB 
on peatland restoration, delivering to the National Peatland Plan, supporting 
“Scotland’s Biodiversity – a Route map to 2020”; 

o NO12 (Environment), improving the water environment and reducing pollution 
and flood risk; 
NO13 (National identity), using the SRP to lever funding to support 
international development, linking understanding of soil carbon with poverty 
alleviation (e.g. Alternative Carbon Investments in Ecosystems for Poverty 
Alleviation; www.espa-alter.org/);  

o NO13 (National identify), assessing the role of urban greenspaces in relation 
to quality of cityscapes; 

o NO14 (Environmental impact), planning for sustainable land use using 
bioclimatic zones for Scotland under scenarios of climate change. 

What is the anticipated impact of the UK exit from the EU on the capacity of your 
organisation to deliver the programme.  

While the exact nature of a UK exit from the EU is uncertain it is likely to have a 
major disruptive effect.  

There are opportunities for the SRP in relation to types of changing demands, 
especially around replacement schemes for subsidy payments; adaptation to 
production systems to meet the changing circumstances; and, innovations required 
to maintain competitive advantages of Scotland’s production systems and growing 
Food and Drink Sector (e.g. robotics; digital agriculture; new crop varieties and plant 
breeding technologies; soil management). Opportunities are created for emerging 
research areas within the SRP which have considerable potential for understanding 
social systems, and how social innovation in the form of local social enterprises can 
respond to trigger events such as Brexit, and change the use of resource 
management and community cohesion, health and wellbeing. In the medium-term 
reconsideration of environmental regulations, and how fit they are for purpose, will 
require scientific evidence at its core together with specific knowledge of Scottish 
conditions and situations.  

However, there are risks to the programme, as the SRP is complemented by 
significant amounts of complementary EU funded collaborative research. This levers 
additional resources, extends the science, and brings tangible benefits from shared 
international experiences, opportunities to test scientific hypothesis under different 
conditions, and comparisons of regional differences in policy and societal priorities. 
EU funding is deeply enriching of our science, of which the James Hutton Institute 
has been particularly successful in securing such that it now comprises c.15% of our 
total income.  

Our research is delivered by a workforce drawn from across the globe. Taken over a 
few years, an average of 12% of our staff are citizens of other EU countries, many of 
whom are disturbed by events, some of whom have already left to posts in the other 
EU Member States. Over the last 18 months, there has been a decline in 
applications for posts at the Institute from EU researchers and students. Depending 
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upon the final arrangements made for UK exit from the EU, there will be risks relating 
to the retention and recruitment of talented staff with scientific skills and from the 
other operational parts of the Institute that contribute to the SRP.  

A further area of concern is the role of Expert advice to and from the EU. Many of 
our staff sit on advisory groups which enables us to contribute and share in 
knowledge around a range of complex issues. The type of exit may be detrimental to 
these valued collaborative opportunities that inform the programme and especially 
the Centres of Expertise.   

Centres of Expertise 

Is your organisation involved in a centre of expertise?  

If so can you set out this involvement and the timeframe and funding attached? 

We are involved in all three Centres2 as well as the proposed Centre for Plant Health 
that has not yet been funded. Our contribution to the three centres comprises 61% of 
the financial resource of CREW; 23% of EPIC and 40% of CXC. We lead at Director 
level for CREW and sit on the Directorate of CXC. The Centre of Expertise in Waters 
(CREW), managed and coordinated by the Institute, provides knowledge and 
experience across social and natural processes, with new strategic partnerships 
created with Universities and other public bodies (e.g. CEH, BGS). By 2014, CREW 
was providing economic analysis and other evidence to Scottish Parliament 
Committees reviewing the Water Resources (Scotland) Act 2014. Implementation of 
the Act led to the Hydro Nation Strategy, one pillar of which is the direct availability of 
rapid science support to policy and water industry needs provided by CREW.  

For those involved in a centre of expertise what are the benefits and challenges 
associated with this approach?  

The need to produce rapid turn-around, highly policy relevant, targeted outputs is 
motivating to staff, taken on with enthusiasm as a challenge and an opportunity to 
translate the science into impact. Benefits include access to, and greater exposure 
and understanding of, stakeholder and policy needs that can inform longer term 
strategic work.  This type of work requires a different skillset from undertaking longer 
term strategic research, which we approach by encouraging team work and 
providing training and learning on best practice approaches. However, a challenge 
for in-demand individuals and teams is to maintain a balance between responsive 
mode work and longer term strategic research if there is sustained demand for policy 
responsive outputs..  

Are there any particularly pressing gaps in the issues that are currently covered by 
centres of expertise? 

There are no pressing gaps within the Centres themselves but there are other areas 
of Scottish Government policy that intersect, but largely fall between, current Centre 
topics (e.g. Natural Capital, Biodiversity and Plant Health) where there are urgent 

                                                           
2
 The Scottish Government Centres of Expertise on waters (CREW), climate change 

(ClimateXChange), animal health and disease outbreaks (EPIC), were created in 2011 to translate 
research into evidence and advice to relevant policy teams. 

http://www.crew.ac.uk/
http://www.crew.ac.uk/
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Business-Industry/waterindustryscot/ScotlandtheHydroNation
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needs expressed by stakeholders. Such areas would benefit from the same delivery 
model, as may other new and emerging policy areas (e.g. Land Reform; Good Food 
Nation). Not every policy area requires a full Centre, but new mechanisms should be 
explored to ensure they have access to appropriate amounts of interaction with the 
providers of scientific evidence.  

The Centre on Animal Disease Outbreaks has been successful in building national 
capability to respond to threats to livestock and wildlife. Recent outbreaks of disease 
such as that affecting ash trees (Chalara dieback of ash) and emerging agricultural 
pests and diseases illustrates both the risks to biodiversity and a potential for even 
bigger economic impacts than those of animal disease. We await a decision on the 
funding of a Centre of Expertise on Plant Health.   

Does the output of the work contribute to the National Performance Framework? 

Through the Centres of Expertise, our research delivers directly to the National 
Performance Framework. For example, the Institute manages the HydroScholars 
Scheme of the HydroNation policy. This was highlighted in the current Programme 
for Government (2017/18), in which Scottish Government stated its intention to ‘grow 
Scotland’s water economy through Scottish Water International consultancy, the 
Hydro Nation innovation service and test facilities, world-class research, overseas 
development aid and working with Scottish Development International’. It was also 
commended by several speakers in the debate on the HydroNation in the Scottish 
Parliament (26th October 2017). 

The translation of research developed through CREW delivers directly to improving 
the water environment and drinking water quality, and reducing pollution and flood 
risk (NO12). One example of such research is a surface water flood forecasting for 
urban communities, for use in real-time (www.crew.ac.uk/publication/surface-water-
flood-forecasting-urban-communities-review). The model was used during the 
Commonwealth Games, Glasgow 2014, to inform managers of the cycling 
competitions about road surface conditions. A significant rainfall event was forecast, 
enabling the need for a change in the route to be identified and implemented on the 
day of competition. This ensured the successful running of a globally broadcast 
sports competition and, by association, Scotland’s reputation as a world class events 
destination (NO13, National Identity).  

Innovation Funding 

Does your organisation receive innovation funding? If so how has this supported 
collaborative working and what have the outcomes been? 

Innovation funding has provided new opportunities for engaging with industry and 
business in the Scottish food and drink sector. The Institute has four projects 
(Forecasting Broccoli supply; Florescent methods for water quality monitoring; 
Molecular fingerprinting for screening meat contamination, and Biocontrol of food 
borne pathogens) funded to a total of £241k p.a. until 2017/18. The anticipated 
outcomes of these projects are improved methods for monitoring the supply and 
safety of food and water.  

http://www.crew.ac.uk/publication/surface-water-flood-forecasting-urban-communities-review
http://www.crew.ac.uk/publication/surface-water-flood-forecasting-urban-communities-review
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The Innovation Fund has enabled new collaborations, however, it provides a 
relatively small amount of money, and much more innovation arises through other 
funding sources, such as the SRP itself (e.g. novel crops), Innovate UK, and via 
major investment proposals through the Tay Cites Region Deal to establish two new 
major innovation centres (International Barley Hub, and the Advanced Plant Growth 
Centre). The basic research in the SRP can produce fundamental breakthroughs 
that lead to innovation. For example, new understanding about the genes involved in 
heat tolerance in potatoes means we can produce new varieties that help extend the 
range of what is the Worlds’ 3rd most important crop and help make it more climate 
proof. Our work also allows us to collaborate in bids for funding from the Global 
Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) such as Foundation awards and International 
Research Hubs. 

The Innovation agenda is accelerating globally, for which the EU developed the 
European Innovation Partnerships in agriculture, and a recently announced an 
objective of creating a new EU Innovation Council, to which we would be well placed 
to contribute given the translational nature of our work. We work with our commercial 
subsidiary James Hutton Limited to innovate and translate the work of the institute 
into commercial outcomes. These include international ventures. For example, 
China’s largest commercial potato grower is trialling 300,000 mini-tubers of our new 
variety of Potato called Sulan-1 (“Sulan” is derived from the Chinese word for 
Scotland “Sugelan”), in support of which we are developing a new joint laboratory in 
China with public/private funding. 

Underpinning Capacity 

What activities are supported by funding to underpin capacity? What costs are 
attached to this and what are the expected outcomes? 

The James Hutton Institute receives Underpinning Capacity funding for seed corn 
projects; platform funding (matching non-FEC components of EU and other funders); 
national capability (e.g. collections); platforms (e.g. long-term experiments, 
monitoring and demonstration sites); and skills (e.g. post-graduate research 
programme, with currently 29 PhD students co-supported by this source of funding), 
which contributes to the National Outcome of a Scotland ‘better educated, more 
skilled and more successful, renowned for our research and innovation’). 
Underpinning Capacity supports a unique combination of capabilities which create 
benefits for the Scottish public and society more widely. It includes support for key 
long-term datasets and collections of national significance. Some of these national 
data also contribute to European and global databases to give a world-wide view of 
natural resources (e.g. Global Soil Partnership).  

This source of funding enables the Institute to contribute to the Scottish 
Government’s Economic Strategy and its aim of improving levels of 
commercialisation of academic research. It supports key sectors of the Scottish 
economy, particularly in Food and Drink, examples of which are: 

(i) Barley:  A barley collection for the long-term breeding populations which 
provide support for the Scottish Food (50% of barley production goes to 
livestock) and Drink (beer and whisky contributing £27bn to the UK 

http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/outcomes/research
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/outcomes/research
http://www.barleyhub.org/
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economy/year) of the world’s 4th largest cereal crop and 2nd in UK and 1st in 
Scotland.  

(ii) Soft fruits: The sole UK source of pathogen-free planting material for 
raspberries (Rubus) and over 40 of blackcurrants (Ribes) recognized under the 
UK Plant Health Certification Scheme. As curator of over 100 pathogen-tested 
mother stock cultivars, the Institute is the source of clean stock to propagators 
and growers in the Scottish raspberry industry (worth £14m), and blackcurrant 
industry (£0.79m, rising to £200m in the UK blackcurrant processing crop). The 
Institute supports SASA fulfil its statutory responsibilities, and contributes to the 
formulation and review of Scottish, UK and European statutory plant health 
regulations. The Institute’s role is unique in the UK, combining regulatory 
support, research and translation of science to the private sector, often with 
businesses which have interests in each of these types of soft fruit. 

(iii) Potato:  The Commonwealth Potato Collection (CPC), the UK’s genebank of 
landrace and wild potatoes, is held in trust by the Institute. The CPC is part of 
an international network of potato genebanks (www.potgenebank.org) which 
maintains and provides basic resources for improving and adaptation of the 
world’s 3rd most important food crop. The value to Scotland of the potato crop is 
£170m (2014), encompassing ware and processing potatoes. At UK level the 
potato industry is worth £4.7bn, comprising £987m at farm gate and £3.8bn at 
consumer level. Uniquely, the CPC contributes to the start of the potato supply 
chain, breeding programmes and research projects. 

Underpinning capacity also supports the provision of public goods, examples of 
which are: 

(i) Call down advice for Scottish Government policy: Advice has included 
options for changing to area-based CAP payments (2013), payment region 
implementation (2014), review of Greening (2015/16), and designation and 
differentiation of payments within Areas of Natural Constraint (ANC) (2016). 
Such advice has been used for Ministerial briefings and workshops with CAP 
stakeholders. Recent advice has been an options appraisal for proposed ANCs 
to replace the Less Favoured Areas Scheme (LFASS).  

(ii) National soils archive and map database: The archive is part of the unique 
information on soil for Scotland, funded by Scottish Government. It contains 
43,000 soil samples from 14,000 locations collected since the 1930s, including 
the National Soil Inventories of Scotland (NSIS) 1978-1987 and 2007-2010. 
Scotland’s Soil and Map Database provides digital maps for use at field and 
national levels, and available on mobile devices; and, curation of the data on 
Scotland’s peatland collected since 1952, including the 161 surveys of peat 
deposits of the Scottish Peat Committee. Such data enable assessments of 
Scotland’s carbon stocks, and changes due to land use, and inform Scotland’s 
contribution to international strategies for tackling climate change through the 
Report on Policies and Proposals (RPP1 to 3), and most recently and 
significantly to the UN Paris Agreement 2015. 

How secure is this funding stream? 

The flexibility provided by this funding stream enables us to be creative and 
innovative through seed corn research, and the maintenance of long term scientific 
resources, both of which are vital to a vibrant independent research organisation. 

http://www.hutton.ac.uk/research/facilities/rubus-and-ribes-germplasm-collections
http://germinate.scri.ac.uk/germinate_cpc/app/
http://www.potgenebank.org/
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjuhvvD8bjNAhWFExoKHQsBA8oQFggcMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fpotatoes.ahdb.org.uk%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fimce%2F10%2520things%2520you%2520didnt%2520know%2520about%2520potatoes.pdf&usg=AFQjCNGnAYupluZo7_GsoH4cjLJ9YsiNjQ&sig2=ZsCmCE0Cq65TW2ErAedvig&bvm=bv.124817099,d.d2s
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/farmingrural/SRDP/ANC2018
http://www.soils-scotland.gov.uk/
http://www.hutton.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/staff/miller/Scottish_Peat_Surveys_Scottish_Peat_Committee_Macaulay_Institute(2).pdf
http://www.hutton.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/staff/miller/Scottish_Peat_Surveys_Scottish_Peat_Committee_Macaulay_Institute(2).pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/917/0120459.pdf
http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php
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However, this flexibility means that it can be a soft target for budget 
reductions, reflected in the disproportional reduction of 9% in that fund compared to 
average of 4.3% across all funding headings last year.  

 

Scottish Environment, Food and Agriculture Research Institute 

How do you work with SEFARI?  

The James Hutton Institute provides leadership and operational support to SEFARI 
via its contribution to the governance by the SEFARI DEC. The function of SEFARI 
is to represent the collective research work of its members. The SEFARI Gateway is 
the knowledge exchange hub, set up in 2016 to co-ordinate the knowledge exchange 
and engagement activity of all SEFARI members. It has its own budget and Director. 
On behalf of SEFARI, James Hutton Institute employs the Director of the SEFARI 
Gateway. 

The Director sets out an annual programme of activities which are ratified by the 
SEFARI DEC. Delivery of the activities is through the staff from each of the members 
of SEFARI. In this way, all members of SEFARI are engaged in, and contribute to, 
the knowledge exchange activities associated with the SRP. 

What additional benefit does it bring to your organisation and does it bring any 
challenges, if so what? 

The development of SEFARI and SEFARI Gateway has been a major step forward. 
It has cemented already strong working relationships, and made representing the 
work of the RESAS funded SRP more cohesive. The development of a common 
brand and knowledge exchange portal has focused thinking around integrated 
outcomes and common delivery.  There are also new initiatives such as the “Think 
Tanks” which bring new and contemporary issues to the fore for greater 
consideration by researchers, policy makers and practitioners.  

From a staff perspective, it has encouraged them to see their research in the broader 
context of the whole SRP. In this early period, it can be a challenge to decide the 
appropriate use of the SEFARI brand alongside the institutional brands. It will take 
time to formulate the balance, depending on the content in any given output or 
communication but we do not see this as a major issue. 

Through its “Leading Ideas for Better Lives” strapline, SEFARI Gateway is delivering 
a perspective on key themes which translate the Strategic Research Programme into 
messages for policy, industry and public audiences. This is enabling the James 
Hutton Institute to lever its impact by exploiting the collective size of SEFARI, 
reciprocated by our partner Institutes. 

Since the launch of SEFARI in March 2017, by Ms Cunningham, Cabinet Secretary 
for Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform, we have welcomed the support 
of Members of the Scottish Parliament, including several members of the ECCLR, in 
their attendance at events designed to promote the investment in SEFARI, and the 
associated benefits for the partner Institutes such as the James Hutton Institute. 
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Notable amongst these events have been the SEFARI showcase at the Scottish 
Parliament (April 2017), and events or exhibits at the Royal Highland Show (June) 
and Scottish Game Fair (July).  

In support of generating external income, SEFARI is being highlighted as a ‘pathway 
to impact’ in policy and practice (e.g. in Institute capability statements in bids for EU 
Horizon 2020 funding). Its presentation provides a strong message that aids the 
Institutes compete with larger, peer, organisations in Europe (e.g. INRA, France). 

Contract Funding 

The funds available through the contract research budget have declined significantly. 
How has this impacted your organisation? 

The decline in availability of the Contract Research Fund (CRF) budget contributes 
to financial pressures on the organisation. In addition, the limited availability of the 
CRF has raised expectations and demand for more short-term work within the SRP, 
diluting the efforts on longer term mission orientated research. Some of the demand 
met by the CRF has been delivered by the Centres of Expertise.  

CRF funds are subject to public tenders, but the nature of expertise required often 
places the Institute in a competitive position to securing funds from that source. The 
James Hutton Institute received material amounts of CRF over the last five 
years but this has declined by 64%.  

Additional issues 

What do you consider to be the key challenges for your organisation, the research 
community and research funding in Scotland over the next 10 years? 

The external operating situation for the Institute has changed dramatically with 
contraction in funding for the SRP and from other public funding agencies whose 
budgets have been constrained. As an organisation engaged in public good research 
this has been difficult. Our income from Scottish Government for the portfolio of 
research they support has reduced 13% (over £3m) since 2011, including a 
reduction of £1m for 2017/18. Further reductions in funding have been signposted. 
Capital Income from the Scottish Government has fallen by 97% over the same 
period, from c.£3.1m in the year 2011/12 to just £100k in 2016/17. The use of Full 
Economic Costing in the new programme is however a welcome new arrangement 
and will in time help with forward investment.  

Income from the Scottish Government is a high proportion of total Institute income 
(c.65%). To compensate for every 1% loss in SG income there is a need to gain 15% 
from other sources. External contract income has grown from £4.3m in 2011/12 to 
£7.5m in 2015/16, but has now flattened off at approximately the £7.5m level. In 
addition, the Institute was unable to apply to BBSRC Thematic programmes after 
2014, in which we had been highly successful. Our lack of eligibility for funds from 
UK Research Councils (RCUK) is a loss of income opportunity and hampers our 
ability to recruit the best researchers in certain areas. We have, after discussion with 
BEIS and incoming UKRI officials, been given leave to apply for full eligibility and we 
await the outcome of that application.  



 DB 009 

12 
 

The consequences of pressures on income has meant the Institute has undergone 
significant change e.g. restructuring 70 posts in 2013/14; not replacing staff turnover; 
changes in staff terms and conditions in 2017 to harmonise, increase flexibility and 
reduce the costs of pension provision and redundancy arrangements.  

The Institute and its staff have, however, responded positively, with competitively 
won income from sources other than Scottish Government growing by 15% for 3 
years in a row from 2012 to 2015. An overview of the sources of income from 
sources other than Scottish Government is provided in Annex Figure 2. In particular, 
we have been very successful with proposals for research funding from the EU and 
Innovate UK, and are increasing our efforts to win international funding. We have 
developed bold and exciting new projects around the innovation agenda that will 
boost income from different sectors and bring in much needed capital investment, if 
successful. These include proposals with our partners the University of Dundee, to 
create an International Barley Hub and an Advanced Plant Growth Centre at our 
Invergowrie site, which will keep us at the cutting edge of plant sciences, expand the 
range of funding opportunities and help boost the Scottish economy even further. 
Our campus at Invergowrie hosts the Plant Sciences Division of the University of 
Dundee in a highly productive partnership, at which we also have innovative SMEs 
(IGS Ltd) co-locating and building a new demonstrator for Indoor Vertical Farming 
technologies. 

Financial pressures and externalities are affecting many sectors and the whole 
scientific community. Although research organisations in other areas of the UK have 
experienced greater reductions in revenue, this has been partially offset by major 
capital investment in the RCUK institutes (£385m over 2011 to 2016 in BBSRC 
alone). The nature of reductions in funding every year for the life of the Strategic 
Research Programme (2016 to 2021) will have damaging effects. We believe that 
the positive impact made by the Institute on achieving the aims of policy and 
practice in Scotland and beyond, in collaboration with its partners in SEFARI 
and the stakeholder community, warrants more investment not less.  

Competition between research providers for funding is increasing. However, the 
scientific and stakeholder community in Scotland recognises there is considerable 
advantage to be gained in working together. The creation of SEFARI is a positive 
step forward in this direction. Increasingly, the Institute is working with international 
partners, especially in China, Africa and India, in areas that are closely aligned with 
our skills and knowledge on crops, water, soil and ecosystem approaches, and 
which aids delivery of Scottish Government policy on internationalisation.  

Specifically, what is the estimated impact of withdrawal from Europe on your 
organisation, the research community and funding available to rural, food and 
environment research in Scotland? 

A critical impact would be the loss of access to funding from European Union 
sources, or a replacement of equivalent value. An independent evaluation by Biggar 
Economics reported that SEFARI secured £29.2m from EU sources (2011 to 2016), 
the largest single source of funding after Scottish Government, and £35m by March 
2017. Of this James Hutton Institute earned £12.4m. It is critical to ensure 
continued access to such funding, in which the Institutes have been very 
successful in a highly competitive environment.  
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Two other areas of impact of withdrawal of the UK from the European Union are: 

i) Adverse impact on the quality of advice by European authorities if Scottish 
organisations were not eligible or invited to participate.  

Scotland out performs other geographic areas in its contributions to influential 
environment related advisory groups of the EU. For example, in recent years, at a 
European level, the Institute provides invited convenorship or membership of: the EU 
Joint Programme Initiative (JPI) on Water; European Food Safety Authority (3 of 10 
Panels); EU European Innovation Partnerships of DG AGRI (4 of 20 Panels, 
invitation to a 5th, more than any other organisation), for the EU agricultural research 
agenda to support CAP, Bioeconomy and Biodiversity Strategies, and EU 2030 
Climate Framework; EU Joint Research Centre New Plant Breeding Technologies 
Group; European Soil Bureau; and Board of European Plant Science Organisation 
(EPSO), contributing to the development of agriculture, horticulture, forestry and 
biodiversity in Europe.  

Most of the Institute experts on these groups are co-located and collaborate on 
activities funded by the Scottish Government Strategic Research Programme, 
RCUK, Innovate UK, etc. Therefore, Scottish, UK, European and industry funders 
benefit from a network of sharing of knowledge. Participation in such international 
and European bodies promotes Scotland’s brand internationally, and supports 
Scottish Government’s international ambitions of promoting a global outlook, 
international connectivity, influence and networks. 

ii) Changes in the arrangements for movement of researchers.  

Constraints on the mobility of researchers between European countries could reduce 
the attractiveness of Scottish research organisations as prospective employers or as 
hosts of post-graduate students and visiting research workers. It may also introduce 
a barrier to early career researchers for pursuing their studies, with negative impacts 
over the longer term by weakening links with research networks and the benefits of 
joint scientific publications and funding bids to which these lead. These would create 
adverse impacts on Scotland’s reputation for research and innovation (NO3), and as 
an attractive place for doing business in Europe (NO1). 

What steps do the Scottish Government and research organisations need to take to 
address those challenges? 

Research organisations must ensure they remain competitive with respect to 
European and international peers, identifying key opportunities for funding and high-
quality collaborations. We need to continue to build the effectiveness with which we 
work together, and develop the inter-disciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches 
needed to tackle the grand challenges faced by society globally as well as in 
Scotland. SEFARI provides a new vehicle for such closer working and sharing of 
resources, both scientific and operational, to create more value for money to the tax 
payer. 

The SG has progressive policies, especially on climate change, land use and 
perhaps in the future also in the area of Food Policy. This helps drive the science by 
setting stretching targets and stimulating thinking about novel solutions. We 

http://www.waterjpi.eu/
https://www.efsa.europa.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/eip/agriculture/
http://ec.europa.eu/food/plant/gmo/legislation/plant_breeding/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/food/plant/gmo/legislation/plant_breeding/index_en.htm
http://www.epsoweb.org/
http://www.epsoweb.org/
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commend this and believe such policies are possible, in part, because decision-
makers can be confident in the evidence provided by SEFARI of the understanding 
of Scotland’s environment and its production systems, and the rich data available to 
support analysis and sound judgements. However, there is much still to do and many 
problems to solve. Continued investment in this productive relationship between SG 
and Scotland’s agricultural, food and environment institutes has a good prospect of 
yielding even more benefits. Investment in capital and infra-structure is needed if 
Scottish science is to maintain its competitive advantages.  

We ask SG to think about sustaining investment in scientific research and to 
look strategically at how the Scottish science system works and can operate 
to meet the challenges of the next ten years. The need for economic growth, 
uncertainties of Brexit and opportunities that science has to offer our adaptation to 
these circumstances should redefine the context for funding. The James Hutton 
Institute and other Institutes in SEFARI are a key part of the Knowledge and 
Innovation System in Scotland (see Annex Figure 3), working within the Research 
and Education sector, and collaborating with boundary organisations (Bridging 
institutions) in key sectors of the economy, government at all levels and with our 
citizens.  

The independent research institutes are a unique and valuable asset that has 
benefitted the representatives, business and people of Scotland for generations. 
Through their innovation in scientific thinking and processes of creating impact, 
SEFARI continue to play a significant role in forming and promoting Scotland’s 
national identify, supporting integration into the European and global economy, and 
champions of its proud scientific heritage.  

Annexe 

Figure 1. Summary Infographic on James Hutton Institute.  
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Figure 2. External (i.e. non- SG income) to James Hutton Institute over 2011 to 
2016. 
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Figure 3. Scottish Agricultural, Food and Environment Knowledge and Innovation 
System. 

 

 


